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© Process for the processing of a thermoplastic polycondensation polymer. 



© The invention relates to a process for the processing of a thermoplastic polycondensation polymer by 
supplying the polymer in finely distributed form to a vented extruder in which the polymer is devolatilized and 
melted. The polymer to be processed is transported below the melting temperature of the polymer over a 
considerable length of the screw from the inlet of the extruder, with constant evacuation of volatile components 
by means of a vacuum exhausting device at a vacuum of less than 10 mbar and the polymer is compressed and 
melted over the remaining length of the screw and then leaves the extruder as an end product or a 
semimanufacture. 
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PROCESS FOR THE PROCESSING OF A THERMOPLASTIC POLYCONDENSATION POLYMER 

The invention relates to a process for the processing, of a thermoplastic polycondensation polymer by 
supplying the polymer in finely distributed form to a vented extruder in which the polymer is devolatilized 
and melted, which process includes postcondensation of the polymer. 

Such a process is known from the German Offenlegungsschrift No. 2 942 248. 
5 Since they contain water, thermoplastic polycondensation polymers, such as for instance polyesters and 

polyamides, present the drawback that during the processing of this type of polymers the viscosity 
declines, resulting in deterioration of the mechanical and physical properties of the polymer. This is due to 

the circumstance th at durin g the proces sing o f ther moplastic polyconden s ation p olymers, the presence of_ 

water, for instance absorbed from the ambient air, shorter molecule chains are formed, which affects the 

10 viscosity of the polymer. 

If such polymers are to be used for the manufacture of end products or semimanufactures, care has to be 
taken that the polymer possesses sufficient viscosity. 

As already stated above, from DE-A-2 992 248 a process is known for the processing of thermoplastic 
polycondensation polymers, involving devolatilization of the polymer during the process. In the process 
75 according to this DE-A-2 992 248 waste polyester, such as polyethylene terephthalate, abbreviated to 
'PETP' in the following, is cut up and by means of a satellite compressed to an apparent volumetric density 
of at ieast 500 kg/m 3 , preferably 600 kg/m 3 . Next, the compressed PETP is supplied to a vented twin-screw 
extruder in which it is melted, while water vapour and/or other volatile components are evacuated. 
The melted polymer leaving the extruder is subjected, depending on the desired purity, to one or more 
20 filiations and subsequently supplied to an autoclave, in which at reduced pressure an after-condensation in 
a liquid medium takes place. The purpose of this after-condensation (or postcondensation) is to increase the 
viscosity of the polyester to a level which is sufficiently high for the recycled polymer to be processed to 
end oroducts, semimanufactures or starting material. 

After the devolatilization of the polymer in the extruder in this process, a separate additional step is 
25 required, namely increasing the viscosity of the polymer to a sufficiently high level in an autoclave, after 
which after-condensation is effected. 

The objective of the present invention is to provide a process for the processing of a thermoplastic 
coiyccndensation polymer in which after-condensation in a separate autoclave is not required and in which 
the material suoplied to the extruder can be immediately converted to final product or semimanufacture. 

According to the invention this is achieved due to the finely distributed thermoplastic polycondensation 
polymer to be processed being transported below the melting temperature of the polymer over a 
considerable length of the screw from the inlet of the extruder, with constant evacuation of volatile 
components by means of a vacuum exhausting device at a vacuum of less than 10 mbar and due to the 
polymer being compressed and melted over the remaining length of the screw and then leaving the 
35 extruder as an end product or a semimanufacture. 

In this manner it is achieved that the polymer is devolatilized (and consequently dried) as long as possible 
in the extruder, with the circumstances, such as time, temperature and pressure, being chosen such that 
polycondensation can occur in the solid phase, after which the material is melted relatively fast with a view 
to plastic moulding. 

40 In the process according to the invention, use is preferably made of a first and a second vented 
extruder, with in the first extruder the polymer being transported below the melting temperature of the 
polymer, with constant evacuation of volatile components at a vacuum of less than 10 mbar, the polymer 
subsequently being supplied to the second extruder, in which the polymer is transported over a consider- 
able length of the screw, also with constant evacuation of volatile components at a vacuum of less than10 

45 mbar. the polymer being compressed and melted over the remaining length of the screw of the second 
extruder and then leaving the second extruder as an end product or a semimanufacture. 

In the process according to the invention the total length of the screw path is 20-45 times the diameter, 
preferably larger than 25 times the diameter. The length of the remaining part of the screw where the 
polymer is compressed and melted in the extruder is equal to 1-10 d; preferably 2-6 d; in particular 

so 3-4 d. By overall screw length when using a first and a second extruder is understood the sum of the screw 
lengths of the first and the second extruder. If a single extruder is used this is of course the length of the 
screw of this extruder. 

In the extruder a vacuum is maintained of less than 10 mbar, preferably less than 5 mbar. 
The process according to the invention is in particular suitable for processing of polyethylene, 
terephthaiate. This may also be waste PETP, such as PETP bottle material or fibres. This kind of bottles 
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has been increasingly used in the past few years for carbonated drinks. Especially for environmental as well 
as economic considerations, recycling of PETP bottles has become of growing importance in recent years. 
With the process according to the present invention this can be done simply and efficiently. 

In applying the process according to the invention, use can be made of a first interposed extruder with 
a high vacuum in which the temperature is set such that the polymer does not melt and released moisture 
is evaporated and evacuated, after which the polymer is supplied to a second extruder. This interposed 
extruder can be regarded as a vented screw conveyor. In this manner drying and homogenization of the 
polymer is effected before it is supplied to the second extruder under the best possible conditions. 
Besides moisture which is evaporated and evacuated, volatile substances released, such as acetaldehyde, 
additives, ernulsifiers, etc., will be evacuated. 

In the process according to the invention, predrying of the polymer to be processed prior to supplying it 
to the extruder is not necessary because devolatiiization can be continued longer, so that there is more time 
for postcondensation in the extruder. For non-predried PETP, longer devolatiiization is required in order to 
obtain a good end product. 

By preference the first extruder is designed as a vented twin-screw extruder, in which postcondensation and 
drying of the polymer take place. 

The use of a first and a second extruder, and even for instance a third one, is based on practical 
grounds. If only one extruder were used it would have to be very long in order to obtain a good end 
product. This would entail problems with respect to the supporting required to prevent deflection of the long 
screw. Moreover, driving of one long extruder is more problematic than in the case of two or more extruders 
of which the combined screw length is equal to that of one long extruder. 

Another advantage of the use of several extruders is that the extruders can be driven independently of each 
other. It is thus possible for instance to have the screw of the first extruder rotate faster than that of the 
second extruder, which facilitates transferring the polymer from the Jirst to the second extruder. 

The process according to the invention is preferably used with polymers having a particle size lower 
than 2000 urn. It has appeared that good to very good results are obtained starting at this level. The results 
even improve with lower particle sizes. 

The invention, with utilization of a first and a second extruder, will be further elucidated with reference to 
a drawing. 

Via the line 1 finely distributed PETP waste material, for instance from bottles for carbonated drinks, is 
pneumatically or mechanically supplied to the closed hopper 2 and via a vacuum lock into the vacuum 
chamber 4, in which an optionally set underpressure prevails. The extruder 5 is a vented twin-screw 
extruder. During take-up of material by the extruder 5 from the vacuum chamber 4 the hopper 2 takes in 
new starting material (non-predried finely distributed PETP) and the hopper 2 is drawn vacuum and 
discharged into vacuum chamber 4 via the vacuum lock 3. The extruder 5 is set to such a temperature that 
the material does not melt and any moisture present is evaporated and evacuated. In this manner the 
material is dried and homogenized before it is supplied to the second extruder 7 via the line 6. In the 
extruder 7 devolatiiization takes place as long as possible in the various zones below the melting point of 
PETP. The PETP material is compressed on the remaining part of the screw and brought into the melting 
phase. In the drawing this part is indicated by a. The remaining part of the screw is equal to about 3-4 
times the diameter, the total screw length being 25 times the diameter. With longer extruders this distance 
may be greater, for instance 10 D in the case of a screw length of 42 D. 

The evacuation of vapours and volatile substances from the system is effected by means of a vacuum 
system of less than 10 mbar and comprising one or more vacuum pumps (not represented), the lines 8, 9 
and 10 and the shutoff valves 11 and 12. The polymer leaving the second extruder 7 is processed into 
products, such as sheeting, or into semimanufactures or starting material, such as granulate. 

Example I 

Table A shows the measurement results for various samples that were tested under varying conditions. 
Sample 5 was tested under the conditions according to the present invention. 

After a period of postcondensation and short, rapid melting in the head of the extruder 7 an intrinsic 
viscosity (I.V.) of 0.734 was ultimately reached. Due to sufficient pressure decrease during the extrusion in 
the first and the second extruder, as well as correct setting of the temperature in the first and the second 
extruder, good devolatiiization of the material was obtained. 

The different combinations gave increasingly good results, as appeared from the intrinsic viscosity of the 
various samples. 
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Example II 

5 Under the conditions as indicated for sample 5 in Example I the effect of the particle size was 
ascertained. Table B gives the results obtained with non-predried particles, table C those obtained with 
particles that were dried at 160nC for 6 hours. 

TABLE B 

10 



Sample 


Particle 


I.V. 




size 




5 


3 mm 


0.615 


6 


1 mm 


0.714 


7 


0.5 mm 


0.740 



25 



Sample 


Particle 
size 


I.V. 


8 


3 mm 


0.765 


9 


3 mm 


0.774 


10 


0.5 mm 


0.782 


11 


0.5 mm 


0.780 


12 


1 mm 


0.780 


13 


1 mm 


0.765 


14 


1 mm 


0.780 



35 Claims 

1 . Process for the processing of a thermoplastic polycondensation polymer by supplying the polymer in 
finely distributed form to a vented extruder in which the polymer is devolatiiized and melted, which process 
includes postcondensation of the polymer, characterized in that the polymer to be processed is transported 

40 below the melting temperature of the polymer over a considerable length of the screw from the inlet of the 
extruder, with constant evacuation of volatile components by means of a vacuum exhausting device at a 
vacuum of less than 10 mbar and in that the polymer is compressed and melted over the remaining length 
of the screw and then leaves the extruder as an end product or a semimanufacture. 

2. Process according to claim 1, characterized in that use is made of a first and a second vented 
45 extruder, with in the first extruder the polymer being transported below the melting temperature of the 

polymer, with constant evacuation of volatile components at a vacuum of less than 10 mbar, the polymer 
subsequently being supplied to the second extruder, in which the polymer is transported over a consider- 
able length of the screw, also with constant evacuation of volatile components at a vacuum of less than 10 
mbar, the polymer being compressed and melted over the remaining length of the screw of the second 
so extruder and then leaving the second extruder as an end product or a semimanufacture. 

3. Process according to claim 1 or 2, characterized in that the total length of the screw path is equal to 
20 to 45 times the diameter. 

4. Process according to claim 1 or 2, characterized in that the total length of the screw path is 25 times 
the diameter. 

55 5. Process according to any one of the claims 1-4, characterized in that the remaining part of the screw 
on which the polymer is compressed and melted is equal to 1 to 10 times the diameter of the screw. 

6. Process according to any one of the claims 1-5, characterized in that the remaining part of the screw 
length on which the polymer is compressed and melted is equal to 2 to 6 times the diameter of the screw. 
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7 Process according to any one of the claims 1-6, characterized in that the remaining part of the screw 
length on which the polymer is compressed and melted is equal to 3 to 4 times the diameter of the screw. 

3. Process according to any one of the claims 1-7, characterized in that the constant evacuation of 
volatile components takes place at a vacuum of less than 5 mbar. 

9. Process according to any one of the claims 1-8, characterized in that a twin-screw extruder is used 

as vented extruder. 

10. Process according to any one of the claims 1-9, characterized in that the thermoplastic polyconden- 
saticn oolymer is polyethylene terephthalate. 

n process according to any one of the claims 1-10, characterized in that the thermoplastic polycon- 
densation polymer is obtained from waste polyethylene terphthalate bottles that have been comminuted. 
12 Process accordin g to any one of the claims 1-11, characterized in that the polymer supplie d has a 



particle size of less than 2000 um. 

13. Process according to claim 12, characterized in that the particle size is less than 1000 urn. 

14. Process according to claim 13, characterized in that the particle size is less than 500 um. 
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